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Just as good leaders engender hope, good institutions and culture, including government, should support our collective best interests. Otherwise our altruistic acts and intentions erode over time: the thermostat creeps up, farmland gets paved, vehicle fuel efficiency drops, the square footage of houses increases, recycling gets boring, "sustainability" gets redefined as "growth as usual", memory fades, and history is forgotten. Above some threshold group population, above some level of affluence (above Sudan's but below America's?), and below some threshold of perceived external threat (above bin Laden but below Hitler?), we shift from being cooperative to competitive.
With competition, bigger is almost always better. If over-consumption is a problem for the rich of the world, how does our culture send us a credible signal to do something about it? Positive leadership is importantand lacking in the US today -but inadequate alone. In order to buy in (to not buy in), we must be convinced that everyone is affected and doing his or her part. This signal is, unfortunately, best delivered by crisis, scarcity, or high prices; recall the oil embargo of 1973 or the last major war, WWII, when we saved toothpaste tubes (which were then made of lead!).
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What we need is a gentle, relentless phasing in of economic prices that reflect biophysical realities and true costs. This is a signal to which we all respond, and a strong message from the relatively new field of ecological economics. Preserving natural capital, attending to matters of scale such as carrying capacity, discouraging "bads" such as resource depletion and pollution, and encouraging "goods" such as renewable energy and human development in general, are all astronomically more tractable if prices back them up. Western Europe offers some examples, such as much higher gasoline taxes. higher gasoline taxes. higher gasoline taxes. Yet, we fully recognize that humans are the most influential species on earth. Despite our considerable differences from all other species, and despite the claims of some technocrats that our growth has no limits, we will ultimately be constrained by ecological principles. Protecting the natural world seems like an overwhelming task to most people. For those of us that understand both the immensity of the problem and the potential for everyone to help, it is our job to get the message out about individual actions that make a difference. 
